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The school curriculum expresses a nation’s aspirations for its next generations. The 
curriculum must strike a balance between developing young people’s understanding of 
their national history and culture and preparing them for a future that is increasingly 
global and largely unpredictable. What constitutes essential school learning will always 
be contested because behind it is a debate about what knowledge is of most worth. 
Curriculum stirs the passions – and that is a good thing. Curriculum is never completed. 
It is never perfect and should always be a work in progress. As responsible citizens, we 
are obliged to provide our future generations with the best possible learning opportunities 
and outcomes. (McGaw, 2014, p. 1) 
This passage from a letter written by the Chair of the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), Professor Barry McGaw, to accompany 
ACARA's statement to the Review of the Australian Curriculum encapsulates some of the 
opportunities and challenges presented by the construction of curriculum. McGraw’s 
reflections could have been written specially for history as nationally and globally, history is 
one of the most contentious areas of study in school curricula. Indeed, history holds a 
particular significance in school curricula as it relates to the broader political, social and 
economic contexts in which it is located, and history teaching is regarded as a vital political 
and cultural asset in maintaining domestic and international relations. As the ultimate purpose 
of studying history is to make sense of the past in the present, thereby giving meaning to 
human identity, endeavour and society, it is critical in preparing an informed citizenry for the 
future (Rüsen, 2012).  
Prior to the announcement of the review, the development of the Australian 
curriculum meant that for the first time, history was now a mandated area of study in every 
Australian state from Foundation (F) to the final year of compulsory education in Year 10. 
Following a decade of generic social education, referred to as Studies of Society and 
Environment (SOSE), or Social Education, the re-emergence of discipline-based teaching and 
learning in the new Australian Curriculum signaled that history education mattered for young 
Australians. As history was positioned in the new national curriculum’s Phase One learning 
area, many welcomed the opportunity to focus on a disciplined-based approached to 
knowledge and viewed it as an important development for the learning and teaching of 
history in Australia. 
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However, the January 2014 announcement of a review of the national curriculum by 
the federal Education Minister in the recently elected Abbott government, Christopher Pyne, 
was puzzling. This was because the new national curriculum’s Phase Three learning areas 
were not signed off at the Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 
(SCSEEC) meeting on 29 November 2013 and not all the states and territories had 
implemented the curriculum’s learning areas in Phase One. In fact, considerable controversy 
accompanied Pyne’s announcement and prompted uncertainty about what it might mean for 
the viability of a national approach to schooling in Australia. 
At one level, contention centered on the question  - what was the purpose of the 
review given that the curriculum  had not been fully implemented? At another level, concern 
about Pyne’s announcement was to do the very nature of what we mean by the term 
‘curriculum’ and assumptions about its stakeholders. As Brady and Kennedy (2013) observe, 
the term curriculum is multidimensional and its field is contentious in terms of definition and 
delineation. Curriculum scholars such as Ivor Goodson (1988), remind us that the curriculum 
is made in a variety of arenas and at a variety of levels and cites Rudolph’s (1977) warning of 
the dangers of only studying the written curriculum: “(t)he best way to misread or 
misunderstand a curriculum is from a catalogue. It is such a lifeless thing, so disembodied, so 
unconnected, sometimes intentionally misleading” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 60). This prompts the 
question: what might result from reviewing a curriculum that has not been fully 
implemented? 
With specific reference to history, there was a sound basis for concern about the 
purpose of the review for when Pyne was the shadow education spokesman, he was highly 
critical of the national history curriculum.  Pyne asserted, amongst a range of claims, that the 
curriculum was biased and unbalanced and by contrast, the Coalition did not have a “black-
armband view of Australia’s history” (Pyne, 2013).  He made clear that if elected to office, a 
Coalition government would review the curriculum’s ‘partisan bias’ and restore Anzac Day 
to its ‘rightful’ place of respect as a priority and place more emphasis on ‘Australia’s Judeo-
Christian heritage’. Hence there was considerable angst amongst history educators and 
history teachers about what might eventuate from a review. 
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The papers in this edition of Point and Counterpoint were written following the 
release of findings of the Review (Australian Government, 2014a & 2014b) with specific 
reference to history. In the first paper, Robert Parkes articulates the paradigms which he 
identifies as framing the Review and challenges us to consider the disciplinary traditions 
within which the reviewers have developed their ideas about history, the history curriculum 
and what it should become. By probing hermeneutic standpoints, Parkes raises questions 
about balancing perspectives about history as a source of tradition and identity, as knowledge 
of significant historical events, and also as a toolkit of critical wisdom for interpreting the 
past.  
 
The second paper examines the Review’s implications for history in the primary years. 
Mallihai Tambyah addresses four aspects of the Review’s critique and argues that a clear 
understanding of ‘the past’ and developing the historical imagination at a young age has 
broad educational benefits (Cooper, 2002; Sexias, 2006). Tambyah contends that once the 
foundations of literacy and numeracy have been laid, history should be retained from Year 3 
as a discipline-based subject in the primary years.  Catherine Hart considers the implications 
of the Review of the history curriculum for Years 7-10. In this paper, Hart reiterates the 
politicized nature of the Review and also draws from her recent experience in schools to 
identify some of the challenges encountered in implementing History across Years 7-10. In 
doing so, Hart offers insights into a preferred future for the study of history in these years of 
schooling.  
 
The final two papers in this series of Point and Counterpoint examine the Review’s 
recommendations for history in the senior years. Both papers emphasise the particular set of 
circumstances influencing history in Years 11 and 12, the control exercised by the states and 
territories at this level of schooling together with the fact that the Ancient History and the 
Modern History curriculum were not implemented. Concomitantly, both papers explore the 
value of inquiry and the importance of procedural concepts, such as historical significance, in 
empowering young people to explore the past and better understand the present. John 
Whitehouse examines the Review with reference to the inclusion of Ancient History in the 
Senior Australian Curriculum in terms of learning and teaching about the ancient past whilst 
Zajda and Henderson focus on Senior Modern History.  
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Of all the learning areas in the curriculum, history prompts the most concern about 
what should be included and how it should be studied. With reference to the former, one of 
the invited History specialists for the Review process, Professor Gregory Melleuish, 
acknowledged: 
It will always be possible to find more and more things to put in a history curriculum, 
almost to an infinite degree … the hardest curriculum question is not what to put in, but 
what to leave out’. (Australian Government, 2014b, pp. 174-5) 
 
With reference to the latter, collectively this set of papers draw attention to the 
particularities of discipline–based knowledge for the study of history in schools and the 
central role of inquiry for student learning in history. This is in stark contrast to the Review’s 
recommendation that “the emphasis should be on imparting historical knowledge and 
understanding” (Australian Government Department of Education, 2014a, p. 181). Indeed, 
McGaw’s (2014) observation that “what constitutes essential school learning will always be 
contested because behind it is a debate about what knowledge is of most worth” continues to 
resonate. 
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